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FIGURE 4.2 Northern hemisphere methane measurements, compiled from
various sources, from 1965 to 1980 (log scale) . The straight-line
exponential best fit corresponds to an annual increase of about 1.7%
per year (Rasmussen et al., 1981).

raphy have unequivocably demonstrated an upward trend. Rasmussen and
Khalil (1981) have combined their recent measurements with earlier ones
to suggest that the trend existed since at least 1965, as shown in
Figure 4.2. Craig and Chow (1982) have found, from measurements of
methane in ice cores, that concentrations prior to the sixteenth
century were 0.7 ppmv.

Rasmussen and Khalil suggest that the expansion in the number of
farm animals and rice production might well explain, at least quali-
tatively, the atmospheric methane growth. Other biological activities
such as termite destruction of wood (Zimmerman et al., 1982) and
possible leakage from man's mining and use of fossil methane might also
contribute to methane in the air; their contribution to a growth of
methane in air is less clear. The higher concentrations far north of
the equatorial region suggest the termite source to be minor. The
relatively rapid recent increase with time, about as fast as for CC>2,
combined with the uncertainty as to its origin are both intriguing
features of the methane growth in air. It is possible that the trend
in the stable isotopic content of the carbon in methane might shed
light on the source of the growth. Thus, atmospheric methane is now
about -40%, while that derived from biological activity is about -60%.